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Anglo-Indians in Hollywood,
Bollywood and Arthouse Cinema
Glenn D’Cruz
Apart from a few disparaging remarks about offensive stereotypes by Anglo-Indian
writers and politicians such as Gloria Jean Moore, Frank Anthony and Gillian Hart,
critics have paid very little attention to the representation of ‘‘mixed-race’’ Anglo-Indians
in the cinema. Drawing on screen theory and recent theories of cinema spectatorship, this
essay provides a comparative analysis of how Hollywood, Bollywood and arthouse films
represent Anglo-Indians. More specifically, it analyses three paradigmatic films: Bhowani
Junction (1956), Julie (1975), and 36 Chowringhee Lane (1981). Combining formal
analysis of narrative structure, mise-en-sce`ne and genre with historical analysis, the
paper examines the ideological work performed by these texts, which use Anglo-Indians
to dramatise specific political conflicts in India such as those generated by the British
partition of India in 1947 and the more recent issue of globalisation.
Keywords: Anglo-Indians; Film; Postcolonialism; Representations
Introduction
For the western tourist, a trip to an Indian cinema is quite a revelation. Those
accustomed to politely lining up to purchase tickets and popcorn before taking their
seats in the darkened auditorium may find Indian cinema patrons more boisterous
and animated than their western counterparts. Moreover, the constant chatter that is
such an integral part of the Bollywood experience may disturb the uninitiated, for
Indian cinema audiences interact loudly and passionately with the screen. They
fervently ‘‘boo’’ villains, cheer heroes, sigh, whistle and positively hoot at the sight of
exposed female flesh  a relatively rare sight in Indian cinema even today. With the
exception of the rustle of confectionery wrappers, and the occasional outburst of
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profanity from miscreant teenagers, most western audiences sit before the silver
screen in silence. They treat the screen with a degree of reverence unknown in India
where jokes cracked by members of the audience are often more entertaining than the
ones made by the actors on the screen. This dynamic relationship with the screen
resonates with Hamid Naficy’s account of ‘‘third world’’ cinema spectatorship. Naficy
argues that the practice of ‘‘talking back’’ to the screen or ‘‘haggling’’ with the screen
differentiates ‘‘third world’’ spectatorship from cinema spectatorship in the West
(‘‘Theorizing ‘Third-World’ Film Spectatorship’’).
A family friend took me to my first Bollywood film in Bandra, a fashionable
suburb of Mumbai (Bombay) in 1991. I cannot remember the title of the film, or the
details of the plot beyond its generic features  like most Bollywood films it was an
epic. It was at least three hours long, and contained several song and dance sequences
that I found hilarious. What I recall vividly is the audience’s irreverent relationship
with the screen, and the shock of seeing Indians in major acting roles on the big
screen for the first time. As an Anglo-Indian growing up in Great Britain and
Australia, I rarely saw people who resembled me on film or television. If they did
appear, they appeared as gross caricatures, buffoons and clowns. The sight of Indians
in glamorous roles, serious roles gave me pause for thought, and made me reflect on
the representation of my own miniscule ‘‘mixed-race’’ community on film. Why was I
so surprised to see Indian film stars? Why do most western films represent Indians as
exotic freaks or comic caricatures? And why did it take a visit to Bollywood to make
me aware of this sad state of affairs? Screen theory offers one explanation: the
cinema’s ideological function is to reproduce existing social and political inequalities.
In her canonical essay, ‘‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’’, Laura Mulvey
argues that cinema’s major ideological function is to interpellate normative forms of
subjectivity. In other words, the cinema gives us our sense of self, a self that consents
to accepting and reproducing the political status quo. Thus, cinematic representa-
tions encode and normalise class hierarchies, racial divisions, and gender differences
(Mulvey). The cinema spectator, whether male or female, Mulvey argues, identifies
with the male protagonist through the point-of-view conventions of continuity
editing. Thus, we all accept the gendered order of things, and identify with the
(white) male hero, or so the theory goes.
In recent times, various commentators have criticised screen theory for being
rigidly heterosexual, and oblivious to the many material, ethnographic and
ideological complexities of spectatorship in the cinema. Steve Neale comments that:
Identification is never a simple matter of men identifying with male figures on the
screen and women identifying with female figures. Cinema draws on and involves
many desires [. . .] And desire itself is mobile, fluid, constantly transgressing
identities, positions and roles. Identifications are multiple, fluid, at points even
contradictory. (910)
More recently, critics such as Naficy have identified the importance of social and
collective aspects of film spectatorship, which remain largely untheorised by critics in
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the west, further eroding the authority of canonical film theory (‘‘Theorizing ‘Third-
World’ Film Spectatorship’’ 3).
My first Bollywood experience made me aware of two things. First, cinema, as an
ideological form, does not work through identification alone. Second, ‘‘mixed-race’’
Anglo-Indians rarely represent themselves; there are very few Anglo-Indian actors,
directors or screenwriters. This may explain why Anglo-Indian commentators have
consistently contested the veracity of cinematic representations of their community.
In his book Language, Semantics, and Ideology, Michel Pecheux argues that there are
three positions a subject can adopt in relation to dominant ideology: identification,
counter-identification and disidentification. Identification occurs when a ‘‘good’’
subject accepts its place in the order of things. ‘‘Counter-identification’’ occurs when
a ‘‘bad’’ subject refuses to accept the status quo, but unintentionally confirms its
authority by accepting its manifest meaning. ‘‘Disidentification’’ involves transform-
ing or re-working of dominant ideological forms (1569). The analyses that follow
reveal all three forms of identification present in commentaries on the representation
of Anglo-Indians in film.
But where do we find Anglo-Indians on the silver screen? After the initial novelty of
seeing Indians on the screen faded, I realised that there are few representations of
Anglo-Indians on film. My curiosity activated, I started to seek out images of my tiny
community in the cinema. Initially fearing that filmmakers found Anglo-Indians too
insignificant to represent, I was pleasantly surprised to find several films that dealt with
the community directly, and many others that represent Anglo-Indians in minor roles.
Apart from a few disparaging remarks about offensive stereotypes by Anglo-Indian
writers and politicians such as Gloria Jean Moore, Frank Anthony and Gillian Hart
(practitioners of counter-identification), critics have paid very little attention to the
representation of ‘‘mixed-race’’ Anglo-Indians in the cinema. While film theorists
such as Lola Young and Hamid Naficy have dealt with issues such as miscegenation
and ‘‘passing’’ in the cinema there is a paucity of writing on the status and function of
‘‘mixed race’’ subjects in cinema (Young; Naficy, An Accented Cinema). This essay
provides a comparative analysis of how Hollywood, Bollywood and arthouse films
represent Anglo-Indian women. More specifically, it examines the ideological work
performed by three films: Bhowani Junction (1956), Julie (1975) and 36 Chowringhee
Lane (1981). Combining formal analysis of narrative structure, mise-en-sce`ne and
genre with historical analysis, I chart the ways that these representations of Anglo-
Indians are gendered. I will also examine how these films use Anglo-Indians to
dramatise specific political conflicts in India such as those generated by the British
partition of India in 1947 and the more recent issue of cosmopolitanism and
sectarianism.
Hollywood: Bhowani Junction (1956)
Directed by George Cukor, best known for Gaslight (1944) and The Philadelphia
Story (1940), the film tells the story of Victoria Jones, an Anglo-Indian nurse (played
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by Ava Gardner) who breaks a major colonial taboo by having a sexual relationship
with the dashing Colonel Rodney Savage, a veritable paragon of virtuous colonial
masculinity. Set during the time of partition, the film revolves around Victoria’s quest
for a stable ethnic identity. Initially involved with an Anglo-Indian railway official,
the clumsy and volatile Patrick Taylor, Victoria attempts to resolve her identity crisis
by rejecting her Anglo-Indian beau for Kasal Singh, a Sikh, and, in turn, the manly
British officer, Savage.
Each of Victoria’s partners represents an aspect of her ‘‘mixed-race’’ identity.
Whereas the film’s source novel, written by John Masters, presents the narrative from
a variety of first person perspectives, the film does not attempt to reproduce the
relatively complex structure of the novel. Moreover, whereas the novel reaffirms the
colonial order of things by putting Victoria back in her ‘‘proper’’ place (she resumes
her relationship with her Anglo-Indian boyfriend) the film demonstrates the
powerful role genre conventions play in shaping narrative cinema by having a
conventional happy ending  Colonel Savage gets the girl. In this case, the
heterosexual coupling that resolves the overwhelming majority of Hollywood mostly
overrides any anxieties MGM may have had about crossing the racial divide. This
apparent transgression may have more to do with the Hollywood star system than
any desire Cukor may have had to make a political statement. After all, white actors in
blackface play the Indian and Anglo-Indian characters, and Ava Gardner’s bronze tint
hints at vague exoticism rather than racial difference. In any case, Ava Gardner’s
American accent works against her transforming into Victoria. The film is a star
vehicle for her and Granger, which may explain why it caused no controversy in the
US, a country riddled with paranoid anxieties about sex between people of different
races.
Anecdotal evidence indicates that many Anglo-Indians enjoyed Bhowani Junction ,
and took pride in the film acknowledging the role the community played in
administering the railway system and maintaining order during an especially
turbulent period of history. Others felt outraged by the film’s characterisation of
Anglo-Indians. Barbara Baretto, an Anglo-Indian women employed as a consultant
on the film, takes the middle ground:
I was asked to perform a dance sequence on a terrace which I did. I was also asked
to coach Ava Gardner, the star, in a ‘‘chi-chi’’ accent. I said I could teach her
nothing I did not know, finding this request insulting. The director admitted I did
not speak like that. Ava tried valiantly to alter her American drawl. They were quite
nice after that, we became quite friendly. The film gives some credit to Anglo-
Indians running the railways, but it does perpetuate all old cliche´s, from supposed
inferiority complexes to arrogance to Indians. (qtd. in Moore 171)
Indeed, Bhowani Junction reproduces many disparaging Anglo-Indian stereotypes
(D’Cruz). For example, Patrick Taylor tries to compensate for his marginal status by
over-identifying with the British, taking care to wear his ‘‘topi’’ at all times to protect
his skin from turning darker. He is also aggressive, sensitive to racial slurs, and
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extremely patronising to Indians whom he considers his inferiors. In short, he typifies
the ‘‘more British than the British’’ stereotype. Victoria Jones, on the other hand, is a
more nuanced character than critics like Gloria Jean Moore would have us believe.
Moore describes the character as ‘‘untypical in her moral casualness’’ (170).
The voluminous literature of the Raj commonly depicts the ‘‘mixed-race’’ Anglo-
Indian woman as an exotic beauty who exudes a deep sensuality. A physical reminder
that many people transgressed the injunction against sexual relations between the
coloniser and colonised, colonial novelists regularly represent Anglo-Indian women
as dangerous femme fatales , particularly those whose skins are light enough to ‘‘pass’’
as white. Victoria Jones, in both Masters’ novel and Cukor’s film, unsettles this
stereotype. Confident, opinionated, and capable of handling herself in a crisis,
Victoria Jones is a strong woman with a powerful sense of her own agency.
For critics like Moore, any expression of sexuality is a sign of depravity. Since the
British rejected Anglo-Indians as legitimate members of colonial society, many
Anglo-Indians feel compelled to enforce a rigid moral code. In her revisionist reading
of Masters’ novel, Kathleen J. Cassity argues that the Anglo-Indian community
‘‘imbibed both Victorian sexual mores and some of the Indian ideals of womanhood,
and thus it is not surprising that the average Anglo-Indian (especially those of an
earlier generation) would be repulsed by the idea of a sexually active woman’’
(‘‘Identity in Motion’’). Certainly, Victoria is an object of sexual desire, and Cukor’s
camera takes every opportunity to linger on Ava Gardner’s body. However, Victoria is
a ‘‘strong’’ character who displays a forceful sense of agency. For example, she kills the
unctuous British subordinate who tries to rape her, and is an admirable character in
many ways.
Both Moore and Cassity engage in forms of image criticism, and are primarily
concerned with the relationship between fictional representations of Anglo-Indian
characters and real Anglo-Indians. While they may disagree on what Victoria
represents, and the degree to which the character corresponds with ‘‘real’’ Anglo-
Indian women, they are both concerned with the morality of the character, and
exercise character analyses to the detriment of other factors  such as genre, ideology,
and history  that shape the film’s narrative and its representation of Anglo-Indians.
Bhowani Junction is primarily a Hollywood love story, and its genre conventions
make partition and the problems of the Anglo-Indian community almost incidental
to its core concerns. Of course, this does not mean that we must read the film purely
in these terms. Clearly, the film says both more and less about Anglo-Indians. Unlike
the novel, Cukor’s film works to domesticate and allay the fear of the Anglo-Indian
other. Whereas the ideological work of the novel is about demonising the Anglo-
Indian characters as dangerous others and disavowing their biological connection
with the Raj, the film goes some way towards redeeming the Anglo-Indian characters.
For example, Victoria Jones becomes a legitimate partner for Colonel Savage, and
even the hapless Patrick Taylor dies a hero. This contrasts sharply with Masters’ book.
In the novel, Savage rejects Victoria, who resolves her identity crisis by marrying her
Anglo-Indian beau, Patrick. This restores the colonial order of things. Conversely, the
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film’s genre conventions work against any simple relationship with colonial ideology.
Sexual politics aside, the Anglo-Indian characters, for all their foibles and
eccentricities, are mostly respectable middle-class people in the diagetic world of
the film. In many ways, they conform to the idealised images that Anglo-Indian
critics of the film, like Gloria Jean Moore and Frank Anthony, promote.
On the other hand, the film’s mise-en-sce`ne , particularly in those scenes set in
Victoria’s home, does not capture the everyday detail of the Anglo-Indian domestic
sphere. In short these scenes lack the key signifiers of Anglo-Indian domesticity 
Christian iconography, musical instruments, alcohol, and specific foods associated
with Anglo-Indians.
Bollywood: Julie (1975)
In contrast, K. S. Sethumadhavan’s Hindi film, Julie (1975) provides a more intimate
portrait of Anglo-Indian life. Based on his earlier Malayalam language film,
Chattakari (1974) Sethumadhaven’s treatment of Anglo-Indian life in post-
independence India is, in turn, grotesque, comic and oddly sympathetic towards
its ‘‘mixed-race’’ characters. An immensely popular film on release, it made a star of
Lakshmi who played the title role, and inspired further re-makes including Rajesh
Ramanath’s 2006 movie, which closely mirrors the original.
Julie tells the story of an attractive Anglo-Indian girl who lives with her devoted,
but highly dysfunctional family in Goa. Like Victoria Jones in Bhowani Junction , Julie
struggles to find her ‘‘proper’’ place in the (post)colonial order of things. Like its
Hollywood predecessor, the Anglo-Indian woman’s identity is defined by her
relationship with several men. Julie rejects the sleazy advances of Rahim, a
shopkeeper, who allows Julie to buy groceries on credit with the vain hope that
Julie will repay him with sexual favours. Richard, a kindly, but rather unattractive
Anglo-Indian also pursues the desirable Julie without success, for Julie’s heart belongs
to the high-caste Hindu, Shashi Bhattacharya, the son of her alcoholic father’s boss.
Shashi’s mother disapproves of the romance between her beloved son and the
outcaste Anglo-Indian girl. Undeterred by his mother’s bigotry, Shashi consummates
his relationship with Julie, who promptly falls pregnant. Julie’s mother ‘‘Maggie’’
dispatches Julie to an Aunt’s house in another town. After briefly considering
abortion, Julie gives birth, and places her son in an orphanage before returning to
Goa. Traumatised by her ordeal, the death of her father and her apparent rejection by
Shashi, Julie faces a life of poverty and degradation. However, Bollywood films, like
Hollywood films, like a happy-ending, especially those that involve a normative
heterosexual coupling. In a radical departure for the socially conservative Bollywood,
the film concludes with Shashi and Julie getting married, thereby overcoming the
religious and sectarian bigotry. This simple account of the film’s plot does not convey
its complex representation of the minutiae of ‘‘everyday’’ Anglo-Indian culture.
In his book, Bollywood Cinema: Temples of Desire , Vijay Mishra points out that
‘‘Bombay Cinema is itself a genre that is primarily a sentimental romance’’ and
60 G. D’Cruz
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identifies ‘‘the ongoing conflict between tradition and modernity within a nationalist
project’’ as a paradigmatic feature of the genre (135).
In recent years, many directors like Baz Luhrmann (Moulin Rouge , 2001) and
Gurinder Chadha (Bride and Prejudice , 2004) have introduced mainstream western
cinemagoers to Bollywood film conventions  especially the colourful song and
dance routines that are such a prominent feature of the Bollywood film.
Julie follows the genre conventions of popular Hindi cinema: it contains several
song and dance sequences, including one, ‘‘My Heart is Beating’’ sung in English; the
film is populated by clearly drawn heroes and villains, and it runs, in typical
Bollywood fashion, for just less than 150 minutes. These elements heighten and
exaggerate the film’s emotional core, giving credence to the view that the film distorts
and exaggerates its Anglo-Indian characters. The acting is certainly histrionic and, at
times, hysterical, if judged by Hollywood standards, but the film reveals a detailed, if
sometimes stereotypical, knowledge of Anglo-Indian culture. The film opens with
shots of a railway yard, and the audience is introduced to Julie and her alcoholic
father, Morris, who is a train driver. Morris, however, is an endearing character who
loves his whiskey and tiffin (the distinctive metal containers used as a type of lunch
box in India). The next scene shows Julie trying to purchase a box of processed Kraft
cheese from an unctuous shopkeeper, who attempts to molest her. In the first few
minutes of the film, then, the audience encounters several Anglo-Indian stereotypes:
Morris is the ‘‘good-for-nothing’’ drunk, Julie is the sexual siren, and the Anglo-
Indian family is financially impoverished. Another early scene, which depicts Julie’s
mother entertaining an Indian ‘‘big shot’’  the sleazy owner of a chemical factory,
Mr Misra  introduces further Anglo-Indian cliche´s (Figure 1).
The Christian iconography in the film’s interior domestic scenes  the statue of
Mary and the altar with the Sacred Heart of Jesus portrait  conveys the Anglo-
Indian family’s religious beliefs. Similar religious icons, conspicuously absent in
Bhowani Junction , are found in most Anglo-Indian homes, even today. These scenes
also depict Anglo-Indian hospitality customs by giving prominence to items like linen
doilies, a Johnny Walker whiskey bottle, and snacks on the table. These details will
resonate with many Anglo-Indians. The conversation is about Maggie’s desire to
return home to England; her guest, Mr Misra, suggests that the Anglo-Indian exodus
is a loss for India: ‘‘there’s some colour in life because of you; there’s a warmth.’’
When Julie enters the scene, Mr. Misra shows a different kind of appreciation for
Anglo-Indians. A tilt shot, from Misra’s point-of-view, focuses on Julie’s legs and
slowly moves up her body until it rests on her face. The reverse shot reveals Misra’s
dishonorable intentions. The sound of a mail train, the family’s de facto timekeeper,
breaks the sexual tension, and introduces yet another aspect of everyday life in a
railway colony home: many Anglo-Indians used their knowledge of the railway
schedules to tell the time.
In the diagetic world of Julie , Anglo-Indians represent modernity and sexuality. Far
from being the dispossessed ‘‘poor relations’’ of the British Raj, Anglo-Indians
represent a lust for life, western life. From their clothes to their social customs, the
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film imbues Julie’s family with an energy that is progressive in its potential to re-
fashion a secular, modern Indian cultural identity. Anglo-Indians are ‘‘good-time’’
people, always up for a drink, smoke and a song and dance routine. Julie’s younger
brother rarely appears without a guitar in hand, and the family likes nothing better
than a good ‘‘sing-song’’. The Anglo-Indian penchant for dancing the ‘‘jive’’ is also
present throughout the film (Figure 2).
However, this western lifestyle, while vigorous and life affirming, has its pitfalls.
Morris is an alcoholic, and is constantly arguing with his wife, the person who keeps
the family together. The relationship between Julie’s parents is particularly well
drawn. Morris is a charming ‘‘waster’’ whose ‘‘live-for-today’’ philosophy infuriates
his wife. However, Maggie cannot help but be impressed when Morris buys a broken-
down ‘‘foreign-made’’ car. The car, despite its dilapidated state, is a status symbol that
all the family cherishes. The fact that it breaks down is almost beside the point.
Moreover, the car stands as an apt symbol for the state of Julie’s dysfunctional family,
which is also breaking down in spite of the love its members feel for each other.
Morris and Maggie’s often-violent arguments traumatize their children. Once
again, this unsavory aspect of Julie’s family may offend some Anglo-Indians.
However, I suspect that the details of the Anglo-Indian ‘‘everyday’’  the Kraft
cheese, the Johnny Walker bottle, the Sacred Heart picture, the jiving, and the guitars
 will resonate with many others. My point is not that Julie presents a more accurate
or authentic representation of Anglo-Indian life  the Bollywood conventions and
the Hindi language work against any form of cinematic realism  but that the film
uses its Anglo-Indian characters as signifiers of modernity. Anglo-Indians, as a
‘‘mixed-race’’ community are emblematic of an emerging cosmopolitanism. The film
Figure 1 Julie , 1975, dir. K S Sethumadhavan, Vijaya Productions Pvt. Ltd.
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sets up an opposition between the old, custom-bound world of Shashi’s bigoted
mother and the new cosmopolitan world of Julie and Shashi. Shashi rejects Hindu
custom and marries for love, outside his caste. Significantly, the film resonates with
Shiva Kumar Gupta’s 1968 anthropological study of the Anglo-Indian community,
which argues that the social adaptations Anglo-Indians have made as a minority
group has important repercussions for the problem of national integration in
contemporary India (Gupta).
For me, Sethumadhavan’s Julie is an intriguing film, and the film is more than a
simple Bollywood melodramatic romance. Unlike his Hollywood counterpart’s film,
Bhowani Junction , Sethumadhavan’s film displays a detailed knowledge of Anglo-
Indian culture, and uses this knowledge to make a political point about Indian
national identity and the country’s future. But what of the Anglo-Indian commu-
nity’s future? It is a sad fact that the Anglo-Indian community in India is rapidly
dwindling in numbers, and many members of this community are impoverished,
living precarious lives in homes for the aged. There is not much glamour or vitality in
the lives of these unfortunate relics of the Raj.
Arthouse: 36 Chowringhee Lane (1981)
Like Julie , Arpana Sen’s film 36 Chowringhee Lane displays a detailed knowledge of
Anglo-Indian culture and history. And while it also uses its Anglo-Indian protagonist
to comment on Indian modernity, it produces a very different picture of the
community and its place in contemporary India. The film is perhaps the most
ambitious of the works analysed in this paper. More Satyajit Ray than Merchant/
Figure 2 Julie , 1975, dir. K S Sethumadhavan, Vijaya Productions Pvt. Ltd.
Journal of Intercultural Studies 63
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Ivory, 36 Chowringhee Lane tells the poignant story of Miss Violet Stoneham, a lonely
Anglo-Indian English teacher, who lives with her cat Toby (named after Shakespeare’s
Sir Toby Belch) in a run down apartment in the Chowringhee district of Calcutta, an
area once populated by a significant Anglo-Indian community.
Nandita, an ex-student, and her boyfriend, Sameresh, change Violet’s lonely
spinster existence when they meet by chance in the street. Violet invites the young
couple to her apartment for tea, and while the prospect of spending time with the
aged teacher initially annoys Sameresh, he quickly realises that he might use Violet’s
apartment as a venue for his sexual trysts with his girlfriend. Playing on Violet’s
obvious love of literature and writing, Sameresh tells her that he is a writer, but his
literary ambitions are thwarted by lacking ‘‘a room of his own’’. Despite the inherently
exploitative nature of the relationship between the young couple, and the vulnerable
Anglo-Indian teacher, a genuine friendship develops between the characters. During
the time of their ‘‘arrangement’’, the young couple brings an unprecedented degree of
vitality and joy to Violet’s life. However, Nandita and Sameresh are too busy with
their social lives to continue their friendship with Violet once they marry, and no
longer need her apartment for their liaisons. With her brother in a nursing home, her
other close relatives in Australia, Violet is left alone with her memories and books.
Like Bhowani Junction and Julie , a number of prominent Anglo-Indians dismiss
the film as more stereotypical nonsense. For example, an Anglo-Indian politician,
Beatrix D’Souza, condemned 36 Chowringhee Lane when she campaigned to ban the
Merchant/Ivory film Cotton Mary (2000)  another film with a female Anglo-Indian
protagonist that I have analysed in detail elsewhere (D’Cruz and D’Cruz). D’Souza
noted that ‘‘there have been earlier stereotype [sic] films showing us in poor light,
such as [. . .] 36 Chowringhee Lane ’’ (qtd. in Cassity, ‘‘Identity in Motion’’).
In her paper ‘‘Emerging from the Shadows’’, Kathleen J. Cassity takes issue with this
hasty dismissal of Sen’s film arguing that it presents ‘‘a more complex portrayal of an
Anglo-Indian sensibility than such a surface interpretation would suggest’’. Moreover,
she claims that ‘‘Violet provides an excellent example of Homi Bhabha’s ‘unhomed’
post-colonial subject, a term suggesting both social and psychological dislocation’’
(‘‘Emerging from the Shadows’’). For Bhabha, the ‘‘unhomed’’ subject inhabits an
‘‘in-between’’ reality where divisions between the personal and political, the past and
present cease to exist (915). For example, Violet’s beloved gramophone signifies her
historical and political displacement because it functions as Violet’s connection to her
past  a time when Anglo-Indians occupied a more prestigious position in the social
hierarchy of the Raj. While I agree with Cassity’s assessment of the film, I feel it
demands a closer reading in order to substantiate her convincing argument that
Violet functions as an exemplary ‘‘unhomed’’ subject, and situate the film in relation
to the other films I have discussed in this essay. Indeed, Sen’s film actually subverts
many of the Anglo-Indian stereotypes that critics like D’Souza and Moore find so
offensive.
There is little doubt that 36 Chowringhee Lane is the most critically acclaimed film
of the three discussed in this paper. British film critics nominated it for several British
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Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) awards, and heaped praise on Jennifer
Kendall’s virtuoso performance as Violet Stoneham. 36 Chowringhee Lane is a self-
conscious art film, saturated with canonical literary intertextual references to
Shakespeare and Dickens. In one particularly disturbing flashback sequence, Violet
resembles Dickens’ Miss Havisham from Great Expectations . This is how Cassity
describes the scene:
Mendelssohn’s Wedding March from A Midsummer Night’s Dream , played in a
minor key. Violet is now wearing bridal attire, and above the sounds of the funeral,
we hear a voice-over of wedding vows between Violet and Davey, who are filmed in
the shadows. Before the vows can be completed, however, machine guns fire; young
Violet screams, and her veil is torn. All the characters vanish into darkness, leaving
nothing but an image of shredded lace blown about by the blustering wind.
(‘‘Emerging from the Shadows’’)
These intertexts give Violet a sense of dignity and grandeur that her younger, sexually
alluring counterparts in Bhowani Junction and Julie lack. Sen’s film also displays a
highly sophisticated cinematic sensibility, which is evident from the film’s opening
scene.
The film’s dedication and title appear against a hazy out-of-focus background,
which is gradually brought into focus and expose a close-up of a tangle of weeds. The
camera slowly pans left and comes to rest on the gravestone of Augustus Stoneham.
The inscription on the stone tells us that Stoneham, who was probably Violet’s
grandfather, was a clerk in the East India Company. The audience hears the sound of
a gentle breeze, and the chirping of birds on the soundtrack. The camera then tilts
down to reveal more names on what we now see is the Stoneham family mausoleum.
It comes to rest on a pile of books before pulling back to a wider framing, bringing
Violet into view for the first time. Violet picks up her books and makes her way out of
the cemetery as the church bells toll. The camera tracks Violet’s journey out of the
cemetery while the opening credits roll. Violet moves past the carefully tended graves
of the Raj. These graves contrast sharply with the Stoneham family’s dishevelled
crypt. Violet stops at one of these ‘‘European’’ graves and lays flowers at a stone
marked Bedford. We later learn that Violet once had a ‘‘beau’’ who was killed in the
war. The gravestone tells us that Bedford died aged nineteen. A loud piercing siren,
and the sounds of the bustle of the city are heard while Violet is still in the graveyard.
The soundtrack anticipates the next shot, which shows Violet walking through busy
city streets.
This opening sequence, which is devoid of any dialogue, provides the spectator
with a wealth of information about Violet. The spectator learns that Violet is part of
an old Anglo-Indian family, and those familiar with the history of the Anglo-Indian
community will realise that Violet’s lineage stretches back to the beginnings of the
European colonization of India. The British East India Company employed the
earliest ‘‘mixed race’’ people, then known as Eurasians, as clerks or ‘‘crannies’’. Violet
is perhaps one of the last ‘‘crannies,’’ and Sen establishes her association with the Raj
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and the distant past at the film’s outset. The disparity between the well-maintained
European graves and the Stoneham family crypt reveals that the British maintain a
distance from their ostracized ‘‘poor relations’’ even in death.
The next scene takes place in a school, and we see Violet reading aloud to her class
of disinterested students. Violet recites Shakespeare (‘‘If music be the food of love,
play on’’) while her students ‘‘play on’’; they chatter and pass notes to each other
while Violet continues to intone Shakespeare’s verse with her flat vowels, which are
characteristic features of the so-called ‘‘chi-chi’’ accent. A couple of schoolgirls giggle
at the image of a western couple locked in a passionate kiss in a cheap romance
comic. Violet does not attempt to discipline her students; she is in another world.
Here again, she is Bhabha’s ‘‘unhomed’’ subject  psychologically and socially
dislocated from the present. She is oblivious to her external reality, and allows
Shakespeare’s text to transport her to another reality. Her age and demeanour
contrast sharply with the vitality and sexuality of her young charges. Within the first
five minutes of 36 Chowringhee Lane , Sen creates a series of oppositions between
youth and age, active sexuality and voluntary chastity, barrenness and fertility.
In subsequent scenes we learn that almost everything in Violet’s world is in a state
of decay  the lift in her apartment building does not work, her brother, Eddy, who
suffers from dementia, is reduced to infantile ramblings and serious lapses of
memory. Violet stoically puts up with this dire state of affairs, taking solace in the
letters she receives from her niece in Australia. When the young couple, Nandita and
Sameresh, enter Violet’s world they make the contrast between age and youth, the old
Raj and young India, more pointed. As Bhabha notes ‘‘it is precisely in these
banalities that the unhomely stirs, as the violence of a racialized society falls most
enduringly on the details of life: where you can sit, or not; what you can learn or not,
how you can live or not’’ (15).
Sen’s film is distinctive in a number of ways. Like Julie , it deals with the question of
national identity and cosmopolitanism, but unlike Julie , 36 Chowringhee Lane , uses
its Anglo-Indian characters as signifiers of the colonial past. Sameresh looks at
Violet’s apartment as though it were a museum (‘‘This place is like a real antique
shop, you know,’’ he declares when he first visits Violet’s apartment). He forms a
particular attachment to Violet’s ancient gramophone and her collection of old
78rpm records from the sixties, which Violet gives him as a wedding present. The
young Indian characters are the bearers of modernity and sexuality in Sen’s film 
they embrace western popular culture and live like Europeans. There are no Anglo-
Indian femme fatales in 36 Chowringhee Lane ; on the contrary, Sen does not
sensationalise or glamorise her ‘‘mixed-race’’ characters. Ironically, the busy
‘‘Western’’ lifestyle of the young couple prevents them from respecting and honouring
their Anglo-Indian friend who remains dignified in the face of rejection.
As previously mentioned, Jennifer Kendall’s performance is outstanding. Her
physical and vocal mannerisms are ‘‘authentic’’. It is these small details that give
Violet such a convincing ‘‘inner life’’: the way Kendall audibly exhales when she
drinks a glass of milk, the care she takes in filling her hot water bottle, and the
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cadence of her speech make her performance exemplary. Indeed, Kendall’s Violet will
resonate with many Anglo-Indians, particularly those prepared to accept a somewhat
unflattering representation of the Anglo-Indian community.
Conclusion
I began this essay with an anecdote about my first Bollywood experience, and
suggested that the images of glamorous Indians on the silver screen unsettled my
complacency as a spectator, inspiring me to investigate how the cinema represents my
community of ‘‘mixed-race’’ Anglo-Indians. I identified the ways the narrative
conventions of three distinct cinematic cultures  Hollywood, Bollywood and
arthouse films  perform specific ideological functions to either domesticate or
disavow the threat posed by racially mixed characters. However, during the course of
writing, I have come to realise that while I am interested in the ways that genre
conventions and ideology work to produce various representations of Anglo-Indians,
I am more interested in finding in these texts something akin to what Roland Barthes,
writing about photography, called the ‘‘punctum’’. That is an element or detail that
‘‘rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me’’ (Barthes 26).
Barthes insists that the ‘‘punctum’’ cannot be any detail the image maker has
consciously placed in the frame (because ‘‘what I can name cannot really prick me’’).
All of the films discussed in this essay ‘‘pierce’’ me, and provoke an emotional
response that ‘‘disturb’’ me in ways I cannot always name (Barthes 51). This sense of
unease is perhaps the price I must pay for looking for points of identification with
unsavory images of my community. Bollywood continues to demonstrate an interest
in the Anglo-Indian community, and I look forward to seeing how the next
generation of film makers  which may include several Anglo-Indians  deal with the
issue of ‘‘mixed race’’ in a globalised world.
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